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What Is So Difficult About Sharing A Database?

by Deborah Taylor Tate

Access to voice services is important. Lifeline is a federal program for ensuring

that low-income consumers have the same access we all do. This is one of the

few federal programs that is transparent and targeted directly to low-income

users themselves. These features distinguish Lifeline from other, more opaque

Universal Service Fund (USF) programs that annually transfer billions of

dollars in indirect subsidies to voice carriers for the ostensible purpose of

providing service in high-cost areas – often where there are multiple carriers

who don't receive this subsidy.

The FCC is now in the process of reforming USF. Those long-overdue reforms

include transitioning USF from voice services to broadband, using market

mechanisms to limit and discipline subsidies, and cutting waste, fraud, and

abuse. All of which, as a former FCC Commissioner, I applaud, but, more

importantly, as a contributing taxpayer.

The FCC is already taking several important steps to make Lifeline more

efficient by curbing waste, fraud, and abuse. For instance, in its February

Lifeline Report & Order, the FCC limited Lifeline subsidies to one per-

household. By the end of 2013, the FCC plans to establish a nationwide

accountability database. This will enable carriers participating in the Lifeline

program to check for and prevent multiple carriers from being reimbursed for

serving the same low-income consumers. Also, a nationwide eligibility

database under consideration by the FCC would enable carriers to ensure that

low-end consumer applicants satisfy Lifeline’s low-income criteria. These

Lifelines reforms are welcome.

Unfortunately, the FCC is about to implement other administrative

requirements that could potentially cut thousands of eligible low-income

consumers off from Lifeline.

Starting in June the FCC will require carriers enrolling low-income consumers

in Lifeline to access available state or federal social services eligibility
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databases to verify eligibility. Otherwise, carriers must themselves review

consumers’ documentation to verify eligibility.

This new administrative requirement for so-called “full certification” is

problematic. Many states do not have accessible databases or workable

arrangements in place with carriers to conduct such verification. At the very

least, a reasonable postponement – perhaps a year's time – of the state

database access requirement is necessary to allow states and carriers to work

out the implementation details.

Moreover, tying Lifeline eligibility to state database access now overly-

complicates the verification process; precisely the opposite result the reform

intended. The FCC is looking to establish a federal eligibility database, which

would effectively make its requirement of accessing state databases a

temporary measure until the federal database is set up. As an administrative

matter, the simpler approach is to implement any future “full certification” or

verification process after a federal database is in operation.

There is evidence that in states currently requiring “full certification,” many low-

income consumers who are intended beneficiaries of the Lifeline program

never complete the process.

Carriers like TracFone have had to deny enrollment – or worse – stop the

service to thousands of Lifeline applicants even though consumers disclose

their full name, address, date of birth, and the last four digits of their social

security number. The FCC should permit this kind of simpler verification

process to continue as it works to ensure eligibility. In addition, there are

conversations with other federal agencies who already have established

databases for other federal low income services, such as the Department of

Agriculture-ASID (food stamps), DOE (school lunch programs) and HHS

(healthcare). It seems that this might be a terrific and efficient intra-

governmental solution: sharing all these various eligibility databases – already

in existence.

Recently, the USF reforms being implemented by the FCC have undergone

attack from certain members of Congress and others who want to preserve the

outdated, analog-era, rate-of-return regulation and subsidy system that has

benefited voice carriers. A strong Lifeline program should be helpful to reform-

minded members of Congress and the FCC in resisting entreaties to walk

away from these needed reforms. With USF high-cost fund subsidies to

carriers exceeding $4 billion in the year 2010 alone, and consumers now

paying a USF surcharge or “tax” of 17.4% on the long-distance portion of their

bills to pay for those subsidies, USF reform remains imperative.

In launching its long-term USF reforms last year, the FCC sought to avoid

“flash cuts” in indirect subsidies to carriers. Hopefully, a reformed Lifeline

regime will one day become the exclusive mechanism for ensuring universal

service and replace opaque, indirect subsidies to carriers. To this end, reforms

that avoid quick “flash cuts” in services to low-income consumers who might

get lost in paperwork and processing are more important.

Blog Archive

▼  2012 (48)

▼  May (7)

What Is So Difficult About

Sharing A Database?

Internet Freedom, At Home

and Abroad

Use More, Pay More

My WSJ Opinion Live

Interview

Propelling the Internet

Backwards in Time

Just Downright Flighty: The

Viola and the Crazy Ga...

Maintaining a Lifeline Safety

Net

►  April (8)

►  March (11)

►  February (11)

►  January (11)

►  2011 (107)

►  2010 (97)

►  2009 (65)

►  2008 (43)

►  2007 (56)

►  2006 (47)

Links

Atlas Economic Research

Foundation

Free State Foundation

Google News

Page 2 of 4The Free State Foundation: What Is So Difficult About Sharing A Database?

5/24/2012http://freestatefoundation.blogspot.com/2012/05/what-is-so-difficult-about-sharing.html



Older Post

But rather than risk access to thousands of low-income consumers by tying

Lifeline eligibility to a haphazard and perhaps temporary state database

process, the FCC should permit simpler self-certification processes, implement

its other Lifeline efficiency reforms, and focus on building a national eligibility

database.

At the very least, the FCC should postpone its deadline to more time for

states, other federal agencies, and carriers to work out efficient arrangements

for sharing information and certifying eligible low-income consumers, rather

than building yet another bureaucracy under the name of "reform."

Posted by kbaker at 9:13 AM

Labels: Deborah Taylor Tate, FCC, Free State Foundation, Lifeline, Randolph J.

May, USF

Home

Heritage Foundation

InfoTech & Telecom News

Manhattan Institute

PFF Blog

State Policy Network

Tech Liberation Front

Technorati

All

copyright and trademark

rights reserved.

A Free Market Think Tank for

Maryland......Because Ideas

Matters and FSF are registered

trademarks.

Recommend this on Google

Page 3 of 4The Free State Foundation: What Is So Difficult About Sharing A Database?

5/24/2012http://freestatefoundation.blogspot.com/2012/05/what-is-so-difficult-about-sharing.html



Page 4 of 4The Free State Foundation: What Is So Difficult About Sharing A Database?

5/24/2012http://freestatefoundation.blogspot.com/2012/05/what-is-so-difficult-about-sharing.html



TRACFONE WIRELESS, INC.

LIFELINE AND LINK UP REFORM AND
MODERNIZATION

WC DOCKET NO. 11-42

FCC Meetings
May 23rd & 24th, 2012



Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• Access to Lifeline eligibility databases is the
most reliable, efficient way to prevent
enrollment in Lifeline by persons not qualified
to receive Lifeline benefits.
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• The sooner access to such databases is
available (whether state or federal), the
better it will be for the Lifeline program and
for the intended beneficiaries of the program
-- low-income households.
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• Requiring applicants to produce
documentation of program-based eligibility
(so-called “Full Certification”) will cause a
sharp decline in enrollments.
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• TracFone knows from experience that in full
certification states (there are only 7) the percent
of consumers who complete the enrollment
process drops from more than 70% to around
30%.

• Reasons:

– 1) documentation not available;

– 2) no means to deliver documents to ETCs (no access
to fax machines, scanners, copiers, computers, etc.)
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• No basis for FCC conclusion that full
certification will reduce enrollment by non-
qualified persons.
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• Focus should be on access to state databases and
development of a national database.

• TracFone has been working with state departments
and agencies to arrange for such access.

• Progress is being made (for example, South Carolina
will make database access available soon; other
states will take longer).

• Those arrangements take time and cannot be
completed by June 1.

• States should be given more time before full
certification is required.

6



Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• Better Solution: Existing requirement that all
Lifeline applicants to provide information to
verify their identities, including:
– Full name

– Residential address

– Date of birth

– Social Security No. (last 4 digits)

• Requiring that information enables ETCs to
confirm their applicants’ identities and
significantly reduces fraudulent enrollment
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• Members of Congress and state regulators
share TracFone’s concern (see letters from
Senator Kerry, 31 Members of the House of
Representatives, and the Georgia Public
Service Commission) So too do minority rights
advocates such as the Rainbow Coalition, and
consumer advocates.
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• Full certification requirement should be
reconsidered; or at least postponed for a year
to afford the industry and the states a fair
opportunity to reach agreement on the terms
of access to state eligibility databases.
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Mandatory Documentation of Program-
Based Eligibility (“Full Certification”)

• Four months from issuance of Lifeline Reform
Order insufficient time for the states and ETCs
to implement full certification.

– ETCs must change internal operating systems
(web, IVR, etc).

– States must address database access and develop
suitable arrangements to allow ETCs access in a
manner which limits access to verifying Lifeline
eligibility and which protects privacy rights.
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Broaden Definition of Usage for Purposes
De-Enrollment for Non-Usage

• Usage Definition Should be Broadened to Include:
– Receipt of monthly minutes
– Sending or receiving SMS text messages

• Usage currently includes:
– Sending and receiving calls
– Purchasing additional minutes
– Responding to direct inquiries from ETCs

• Receipt of additional minutes
– Customers must take an overt act which indicates an intent to use the service --

• Charging the phone
• Turning the phone “on”
• Dialing a code (e.g., 555) to receive minutes

• Texting
– For many consumers (especially younger consumers) SMS texting is how they use the phone for real

time conversations; Texting is a substitute for voice calling.
– For hearing-impaired, texting is the most convenient way to use their phones to communicate with

others.

• The fact that texting is not a “supported service” should not be significant since
texting is permitted for other aspects of Lifeline, e.g., to verify continuing
eligibility.
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2012 Annual Re-Certification of
Eligibility

• All Lifeline customers should be re-certified annually, but not twice in the same
year.

• Lifeline customers who re-verified their Lifeline eligibility in between January and
June 2012 should not have to re-verify until one year later.

– Customers who do not respond to verification requests are de-enrolled; it is unfair for a
customer who responded in (for example) March to be de-enrolled if the customer does not
respond to another request a month later, or any time during the same calendar year.

– For all 2012, TracFone customers are provided with substantially all information required by
FCC’s rules.

– Already subject to one-per-household requirement.
– Re-certifying customers twice in one year is unnecessary and wasteful, especially for

companies like TracFone, who since becoming ETCs, have re-certified all of their customers
annually, not just a random sample of their customers.

– TracFone already re-certifies all of its customer—not just a random sample.

• Customers who enroll in Lifeline during 2012, but before June 1 2012, should not
have to re-certify their eligibility until one year after the date of their enrollment.

• In 2012, TracFone already has contacted 1 million customers to re-certify. Of
those, 270,000 de-enrolled.

12














